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Fig 1: View of 2nd Ave Looking Up from 42nd St - 1861, Valentine’s Manual, originally published
1916

Fig. 2: Danny Lyon, 327, 329, 331 Washington Street, 1967
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Fig. 3: Danny Lyon, Wall of the St. George Building, 1967

Fig. 4: George Bellows, New York, 1911, oil on canvas, 42” x 60”
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Fig. 5: George Bellows, Pennsylvania Station Excavation, 1907-08, oil on canvas, 31” x 38”
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It was an unseasonably warm afternoon in early March or late February several years
ago, and I had just ridden my bicycle across the Queensboro Bridge. I was on my way from my
studio in Brooklyn to the Metropolitan Museum, a trip I used to make often. The bike paths of
each of the bridges that span the East River are like big hills, with inclines that level off high
above the water and then gradually slope downward. Coasting along the downhill toward
Manhattan, there is a rapid visual transition as the cyclist views the island first from the outside
as a dense, contained unit, and then from the inside as an enveloping architectural space.
Upon descending the ramp from the bridge, I found myself on 1st Avenue around 60th
Street, which at that moment was bathed in warm light. The sidewalks were remarkably vacant,
and I recall thinking the lack of pedestrians might be a carryover from the preceding cold winter
months. By some combination of the light and the emptiness of the street, my attention was
drawn acutely to my surroundings: to the paint peeling from the brick facades of turn-of-thecentury apartment buildings, to the chunky, geometric assertiveness of the more recent modular
high-rises. The physicality of the street announced itself in a way that was unusually palpable.
The architecture of this stretch of 1st Avenue is typical of many avenues in Manhattan, yet I
remember feeling as though I was in another country, the nearest comparison I could think of to
my sense of heightened awareness of the constructed thingness of the landscape. This enhanced
appreciation of the actuality of the street colored my movement through the city for the rest of
that day. That fleeting, slippery instant on an otherwise unremarkable afternoon sticks with me
because of the way in which my perception was tilted by the coincidence of a few quotidian
factors: the change of the seasons, the harshness of the light, a trip over the bridge.
I used to work for a furniture mover, packing and transporting tables and chairs from
carpenters and upholsterers in Maspeth and Bushwick to showrooms on Lexington Avenue and

6

minimalist SoHo lofts. Having grown up in New York, I was often impressed by the way in
which this type of work shifted and broke down my understanding of places I had known for
years, allowing me to see familiar neighborhoods and roadways with fresh eyes. It was an
experience of constant zooming in and zooming out. Viewing the world from the passenger seat
window of the moving van, as we’d make as many as four or five trips across the bridges
between Brooklyn and Manhattan over the course of a day, emphasized the fact of the boroughs’
existence as two distinct land masses, separated by a river. After a day spent sitting in traffic,
zigzagging between storage facilities on industrial fringes, the concrete reality of the city would
set in in a way that was at once transcendent and utterly mundane. I would arrive at the door to
my apartment building at the end of the day with an enhanced sense of my own existence within
a multitudinous system, endlessly constructed and reconstructed, a collection of infinite points of
view.

In his self-proclaimed retroactive manifesto for Manhattan, Delirious New York, the
architect and theorist Rem Koolhaas discusses the gridded street design that was rigidly imposed
on the majority of the island by the Commissioner’s Plan of 1811.
The Grid is, above all, a conceptual speculation. In spite of its apparent neutrality, it
implies an intellectual program for the island: in its indifference to topography, to what
exists, it claims the superiority of mental construction over reality … All blocks are the
same; their equivalence invalidates, at once, all the systems of articulation and
differentiation that have guided the design of traditional cities … The Grid makes the
history of architecture and all previous lessons of urbanism irrelevant … Since Manhattan
is finite and the number of its blocks forever fixed, the city cannot grow in any
conventional manner. Its planning therefore can never describe a specific built
configuration that is to remain static through the ages; it can only predict that whatever
happens, it will have to happen somewhere within the 2,028 blocks of the Grid. It follows
that one form of human occupancy can only be established at the expense of another. The
city becomes a mosaic of episodes, each with its own particular life span, that contest
each other through the medium of the Grid. (Koolhaas, 20-21)
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Koolhaas describes the way in which the imposition of the grid has resulted in a cityscape
that is both anti-hierarchical and ahistorical. He characterizes the experience of the built
environment of Manhattan as fragmentary and incoherent, the result of a city structure that is
rigidly constrained both by the shores of the island and by the contours of the grid. In his
assertion that “one form of human occupancy can only be established at the expense of another,”
Koolhaas presents Manhattan as a piece of land in a state of perpetual erasure and replacement.
Documentation of the early implementation of the Commissioner’s Plan shows buildings
perched inelegantly atop rocky outcrops, after surrounding land had been razed to create the
level grid of the street. (fig. 1) Images like this portray the grid not as preordained, but as
awkwardly thrust upon the land. A century later, Danny Lyon photographed the gradual
demolition of large swaths of blocks near the present-day Civic Center and Tribeca
neighborhoods. (fig. 2-3) Some photographs treat bygone streets and the abandoned interiors of
cast iron structures elegiacally, while others present dispassionately the ruthless, methodical
obliteration. Lyon’s photographs undercut the idea of urban renewal as heroic or inevitable.
Looking at images like these can underscore the difficulty in gleaning a historical sense of place
from the city’s current configuration and appearance. While the landscape today may appear
opaque and rigid, when viewed through the lens of the island’s historicity, the street in the 21st
century can be understood as veil-like, incidental. As a result of Manhattan’s density, both
geographically and in terms of the sheer volume of human lives that have flowed through the
island over the past 200 years, the island is a site of existential flux, of the warping and flattening
of space and time.
Particularly perceptive to Manhattan’s peculiar metaphysical condition was the realist
painter George Bellows. Active at the turn of the 20th century, Bellows was witness to a period
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of some of the island’s most drastic physical transformations, and many of his depictions of the
city can be seen as allegories of the passage of time. In New York, completed in 1911, Bellows
depicts a wintry view North from the southern edge of Madison Square Park. (fig. 4) The lower
half of the painting is a miasmic jumble of horse-drawn carts, trolleys, and pedestrians trudging
through the snow-covered street. In the distance, beyond the park are visible a row of severalstory buildings and an elevated train track, which are dwarfed by a mass of skyscrapers
emblazoned with billboards that take up nearly the entire upper half of the painting. Panned by
critics at the time of its creation for its lack of focus and clear narrative, the painting was also
acknowledged by one as the work of the Ashcan school that would ultimately be seen as
providing the most accurate portrayal of the city at the turn of the century. (Newman, 97)
Pennsylvania Station Excavation, painted by Bellows a couple years earlier, shows a
twilight view of a massive ditch that was opened in order to lay the foundation for Penn Station.
(fig. 5) The dominant form is a greyish white curving mass in the lower half of the painting,
describing the snow-covered bottom of the gaping hole and a plume of smoke or steam rising up
from dark construction machinery. Beyond this form loom darker gray, somewhat amorphous,
sketchily differentiated forms that make up the side of the ditch, and buildings rising up in the
background, beneath a sky of a comparatively piercing blue. Here Bellows gives shape to the
shapeless with a scene that is abstract and ephemeral, neither picturesque, nor wholesome, nor
heroic. The painting’s exemplification of the flux of the city becomes more charged when one
considers that, half a century after Bellows painted its craterous origin, the old Penn Station
would itself wind up as arguably the city’s most iconic structure ever to be willfully demolished.
Thus, in New York and Pennsylvania Station Excavation, Bellows taps into two essential ideas of
Manhattan as place: on the one hand, a dense, collage-like, anti-hierarchical juxtaposition, and
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on the other, an unsentimental void, image of churning destruction and replacement on a massive
scale.

I am inspired to make paintings by my experience of the city, and I often use aspects of
specific locations either as jumping-off-points for paintings, or as anchors to tether paintings
back to. Painting about the city where I live is a way of complicating the relationship between
my art and my everyday life, of indexing my surroundings, of probing and pondering my
position in space and time. My engagement with locations is wide-ranging, but always
predicated on walking, often returning to a given place several times to see how my perception
changes at different times of day or in different weather conditions. I take photographs,
considering formal qualities of the surrounding architecture, the relative elevation of a given
street, or its position in relation to the shore of the island or nearby bridges or overpasses. I do
historical research and look at maps. But all of this subject matter is useful to me only in so far as
it is a vehicle for abstract thinking in the studio. It is ultimately not important to me the extent to
which a given painting retains identifiable points of reference to a specific place.
Intuition and improvisation are crucial to my process – I want to be surprised, to make
discoveries while painting. In this way, I identify with an abstract painter like Charline Von
Heyl, who states as her goal to “invent an image that has not yet been seen and cannot be
named.” In a 2019 talk given in conjunction with her retrospective at the Hirschhorn Museum,
Von Heyl says, “I want to create a painting that transports me somewhere else, that tells me a
story of its own making while I’m making it, so to speak, and during that time kind of changes
me into the painter who makes that painting … In a paradoxical way … I feel most honestly
myself … where I am most honestly forgetting myself.” (Von Heyl, 11:00) I share Von Heyl’s
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aim of creating a painting that feels separate from myself, that develops in a way I could not
have planned or anticipated. This is in part practical, as I am more engaged and excited in the
studio when I don’t quite know what I’m doing. Yet I don’t see this open-ended approach as
antithetical to or separate from my experience of the city, but as an appropriate response, existing
on a continuum with the city’s inherent incoherence and ephemerality. If I understand the city as
incoherent, in constant flux, its current appearance arbitrary and even deceiving, then perhaps a
painting made in response to the city, and the process by which it is created, should be defined
by a kind of not knowing.
The poet Paul Valery, in his 1939 lecture Poetry and Abstract Thought, explores the
ephemerality of the experience of walking down the street:
I left my house to relax from some tedious work, for a walk, and all the various sights it
brings. As I followed the street where I live, I was suddenly seized by a rhythm which
was imposed on me and soon impressed me as some strange action. As if someone were
making use of my life machine. Another rhythm followed the first and combined with it;
and indescribable transversal relations were established between those two powers (I
explain myself as well as I can). This combined with my walking motion and I murmured
an indescribable song, or rather it was murmured by means of me. (Valery, 215-216)
Valery’s walk stimulates a transcendent experience, in which his body, described as a
“life machine” becomes a conduit for an “indescribable song,” “seized” by the rhythm of the
street. He goes on to suggest that a musician might better have been able to make use of, or
articulate, this mental experience. He differentiates “rhythms” from “ideas,” noting, “As for
ideas, they are things I am familiar with, things I can notice, stir up, and maneuver. But I cannot
explain the matter of my unexpected rhythms.” (Valery, 217) Valery’s analysis might seem
eccentric or over-the-top, but I find it resonant in the way he is able to underscore the inherent
incomprehensibility and inexpressibility of walking through a constructed environment. Taking a
walk through the city is not an activity with a coherent narrative or knowable meaning. It is an
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act of piecemeal, step-by-step, bodily engagement with a gradually proceeding landscape. The
action might bring out some palpable internal cadence or mood, but to represent in an image the
experience of walking by, for example, a photographic or systematic method, to me seems
reductive and inadequate. Rather, I see the dissolution of self that Valery describes through his
interaction with the material environment as analogous to Von Heyl’s notion of forgetting herself
through painting. While for Von Heyl, the act of painting “changes me into the painter who
makes that painting,” for Valery, walking stimulates an “indescribable song,” “murmured by
means of me.”
In a zine created as part of Shape of Shape, an exhibition she curated at MoMa in 2019,
Amy Sillman puts forward a division of artists into two camps, which she labels as “painters”
and “drawers.” Painters, Sillman writes “work from an idea, moving deductively from the big
picture down to the details in order to produce or construct an image they have in mind,” while
drawers “work from the weeds outward, building up from particulars, inductively, scratching and
pawing at their paper with tools the scale of their hands.” (Sillman, 4) Sillman suggests that,
while painters are conceptually driven, the practice of drawers stays “in the inchoate experience
of the body as the organ of knowing,” adding, “ I’ve heard a million talks by artists who fall into
the drawer category, and when the Q-and-A gets to questions like ‘How do you begin?’ or ‘How
do you know when you’re done?’, they routinely claim that they don’t know.” (Sillman, 5)
Sillman’s drawer might “never get to a bigger picture … but move sideways, abductively, from
particular to particular,” their practice “not founded on logic but made up of contingencies,
overflow, stray parts – a process that might be described as working blind, like a mole, or like a
beaver building a thatch, rather than like someone with an overarching worldview.” (Sillman, 4)
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The dichotomy Sillman lays out is perhaps overly emphatic; no artist fits perfectly in
either the “drawer” or “painter” camp as she describes them. Yet I find her description astute in
its analysis of artists who work from a place of planning, knowing, logical conceptualization,
versus those whose processes are predicated on a kind of not knowing. I understand the mindset
of Sillman’s drawer as analogous to the “rhythm” induced within Valery by his walk through
Paris. In each case, to the extent that there exists a kind of knowledge, it cannot be easily
articulated through logical means, or divorced from the mechanism of the body. Charline Von
Heyl’s enigmatic notion of forgetting herself in the process of painting is exactly the sort of
elusive Q-and-A response Sillman refers to in her description of drawers. (Igitur, a 2008 painting
of Von Heyl’s, happens to be included in Shape of Shape). Von Heyl can certainly be understood
as an artist who “works from the weeds outwards,” as her paintings often hybridize the formal
qualities of off-the-radar visual culture. Through the juxtaposition of seemingly disparate styles
and visual effects, Von Heyl seeks to produce a painting that is enigmatic, visually destabilized,
rather than embodying some sort of preconceived idea.
I see Thomas Nozkowski, another painter included in Sillman’s exhibition, as fitting at
least partially into the drawer category. While Nozkowski is steadfast in his conviction that every
painting should be tied back to his experience of a specific landscape, his methods of working
serve to disorient himself, to subvert any conventional notion of knowledge. His process is
intentionally illogical, as he describes in a 2003 interview:
[One] of the strategies that I’ve always used in different permutations is to, as a first step,
go to the opposite of what the logical move would be. So if a painting would seem to
have a source that is anthropomorphic or organic, you know, start geometrically. If a
painting has a source in a city and architecture in the urban, let’s do it with curves and
juicy paint running all over the place. And this is not out of perversity, but out of a desire
to challenge any kind of received wisdom. (Yau, Brooklyn Rail)
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Nozkowski’s approach actively works against the idea of an overarching worldview. His
strategy of getting in his own way allows him to paint from a place of intuition and freer
association, similar to Sillman’s notion of “working blind, like a mole.” There is an anecdote
about Nozkowski that he once kept a paper map of New York and would trace many different
paths from his apartment on the Lower East Side of Manhattan to his office job in midtown,
aiming each day to get to work by a different route, even if it meant going out of his way, taking
the subway an extra stop and doubling back. (Yau, Hyperallergic) This mapping practice is
comparable to the counterintuitive logic of Nozkowski’s “first step” in the studio: both can be
seen as a kind of ritual, carried out either at the start of his workday or at the start of his making a
painting, that is intended to destabilize and complicate his processing of the world. I strive
toward the relentlessness with which Nozkowski is able to probe and reshuffle his experience. A
recognition of the world as multitudinous, slippery and unknowable seems to me to be the
greatest appeal of painting and looking at the world as a painter.
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